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Free-trade negotiations between three Andean nations and the US are beginning to gather steam,
with negotiators from Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and the US saying they hope to deliver a completed
agreement to their respective governments by early spring 2005. In the fifth and sixth rounds of
negotiations in what is currently slated to be a total of eight, trade-talks delegations from the four
countries said they made progress toward a US-Andean Free Trade Agreement (AFTA) text that
they could concur on, while Bolivian representatives observed the discussions.
Outside the talks, a protest movement opposing the ratification of a trade treaty made its presence
known at the two latest rounds of negotiations in Guayaquil, Ecuador, Oct. 25-29, and, to a much
lesser extent, in Tucson, Arizona, Nov. 30-Dec. 6. The next round is slated to occur in Colombia in
January with the potential for another round taking place after that or intermediary meetings being
scheduled.
At a Dec. 4 press conference, the delegates expressed the hope that they would have a complete text
ready for congressional and parliamentary consideration by March 2005.

AFTA proponents seek to increase trade capacity
"Trade-capacity building is a very important part of this process," said assistant US trade
representative Regina Vargo at the conclusion of the Tucson round of talks. She and her colleagues
from the Andean countries called the round "very productive" and the site of "new momentum."
Peruvian team leader Pablo de la Flor said Tucson "was the most productive round yet," with a
majority of market-access issues between the countries having been resolved.
Vargo said that trade-capacity building would have support from the US Overseas Private
Investment Corporation (OPIC) with a US$200 million loan guarantee with Citibank. "This will
help alleviate the shortage of medium- and long-term commercial financing for small and mediumsized enterprises in this area," said Vargo. She also pointed to a US$54 million lending facility OPIC
had set up to "microfinance" companies in seven countries, including those who were part of the
negotiations.
Vargo claimed that support activities like these would allow small and medium-sized businesses to
gain access to "the benefits of the agreement" and assist in "rural diversification."
A common complaint by critics of US-driven trade agreements like the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and the yet-to-be ratified Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA)
is that opening underdeveloped agricultural markets to heavily subsidized and technologysupported agriculture from the US puts Latin American farmers out of business or forces them
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into developing monocultural cash crops (see NotiCen, 2003-10-23, 2004-11-18 and SourceMex,
2004-04-14, 2003-04-23). The bankruptcy of farmers leads to large-scale migration to cities and,
ultimately, to richer countries like the US and Spain, say many analysts.
Discussion tables at the AFTA talks included Technical Barriers to Trade, Government Procurement,
Sanitary and Phytosanitary Matters, Dispute Settlement, and Environmental Cooperation. Other
themes negotiators wrangled over were intellectual property, agricultural and industrial access,
and environment and labor issues. More than 50 members of Congress from the Andean countries
attended the Tucson round of talks while US Rep. Jim Kolbe (R-AZ) welcomed delegates.
US Rep. Raul Grijalva (D-AZ) chose to join opponents of the AFTA talks.
One goal for US negotiators was to consolidate the 2002 Andean Trade Promotion and Drug
Eradication Act (ATPDEA), which sought to use preferential trade to Andean countries, prime
sources of cocaine to the US, as an enticement away from illicit trade. The ATPDEA gave about
5,600 Andean products duty-free access to US markets, something Vargo said was close to being
consolidated after the Tucson negotiations.
Together, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru produced almost half a trillion dollars in GDP in 2003, with
Colombia representing more economic activity than Peru and Ecuador combined, according to the
CIA World Factbook. Bolivia has expressed an interest in potentially joining these trade discussions
or starting secret talks with the US later.

Private sector presente, labor and NGOs ausente
No nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) were part of the talks; organizers characterized the
meetings as government-to-government discussions. While negotiation leaders point to labor and
environmental work groups that are part of the talks as addressing those issues adequately, no one
from the labor or environmental sectors were present at the talks. Private-sector representatives
from the Andean countries, however, were at the meeting hall as a part of the rounds with parallel
tables set up during the talks, although they were not allowed into the negotiations themselves.
Negotiators said the industrialists were there to provide "technical advice" regarding their
industries and had no role as lobbyists. Nevertheless, one worker inside the negotiations who
preferred to remain anonymous said he felt that the private-sector representatives at the meetings
were in fact lobbying their countries' negotiators for better deals. Outside the meetings and hotels
where negotiators were staying, social organizations gathered.
In Tucson their numbers were in the low hundreds, while in Guayaquil police broke up protest
groups of more than 2,000 marchers attempting to reach the hotel where delegates were staying.
Tucson activists lauded their opportunity to personally engage delegates, with some giving gift
baskets of "fair-trade" items from the Andes to visiting Andean negotiators and reporting their
interactions with delegates to demonstrator gatherings.
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"Many delegates in there feel like the American public is behind AFTA and wants AFTA to pass."
said Merdith Hartwell of the Center for Biological Diversity in Tucson and the No AFTA Alliance.
"And because of the pressure they're experiencing they may back down to a lot of the US requests
because they don't know that the US public and the groundswell of people who are informed are
actually against AFTA."

Patents, biodiversity are major concerns
One of the top issues facing the Andean nations is whether to protect US patents on pharmaceutical
products, which critics of such patents say would restrict Andean people's ability to buy much
cheaper generic drugs. Hartwell said, "They produce generic drugs that are accessible and cheap
for the people who need them, and the US is trying to get Ecuador and Colombia and Peru to
stop making their generic drugs and only use US-patented medicines, which are much more
expensive and which many of the poor can't afford, but which the US corporations would profit
from highly." Hartwell was not the only one alleging that the US was engaging in "economic
blackmail." Ecuadoran business leaders made similar allegations in Guayaquil.
Diego Borja of the Asociacion de Exportadores de Flores (Expoflores) of Ecuador said, "What
the US is doing, basically, is using key products of Ecuadoran exports [like flowers or tuna] to
negotiate in the other discussion tables, above all in the sectors of intellectual property, services, or
investments," with an eye toward excluding key products from immediate tariff removal. Instead of
immediate access, the US would set those products on a ten-year tariff reduction schedule, making
them "hostages" of the negotiation, according to business people like Borja.
An area of concern for environmental and indigenous sectors is protecting the biodiversity of the
Andean region. The countries in question host about a quarter of the planet's biological diversity,
and Andean negotiators called for it to be respected.
Peruvian representative Pablo de la Flor said, "We hope our megabiodiversity which is one of
the issues we have given great weight in this negotiation will be properly dealt with and properly
covered in the agreement."
Head Ecuadoran negotiator Cristian Espinosa pointed out that Ecuador had signed the UN
Convention on Biodiversity while the US had not. "We recognize that we can't include the US global
position on biodiversity in this negotiation, but we should insist on respect for our legislation, those
norms and principles on biological diversity that our citizens, our businesses, and our commercial
activity must respect," said Espinosa. "We don't believe the US would disrespect that, but we want a
commitment within the agreement."
The treaty "is really a patent deal. The US wants to impose if one can put it that way that all
countries must adopt treaties on patents. And this is one of the major problems of the biodiversity
issue," said Manuel Rodriguez, Colombia's former minister of environment, in a November
interview. "Many things associated with access to genetic resources are related to patents. For
example, the US has not recognized, and is not going to recognize, traditional knowledge. This is not
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going to be resolved in the treaty, and one can guess that they are going to find a way to postpone
the issue and to move the treaty forward," said Rodriguez.
As of Dec. 4, Peruvian negotiators were still calling on the US to address the issue completely.

Greater employment or greater dependency?
Colombian negotiator Hernando Jose Gomez responded to what he perceived as the concerns
of protestors, saying that opponents to the agreement on both sides of the equator believed
the agreement would lead to a loss in jobs. He argued that the openings in market access were
projected to produce as many as half a million jobs within Colombia over five years after AFTA
implementation, meaning unemployment in Colombia would drop two percentage points.
"This is not a zero-sum game," said Gomez. "Rather, this is a win-win situation where there is a
creation of value for both countries. What we expect is that these types of treaties will generate
employment and economic activity so that, in net terms, they will generate employment for both
countries."
Not all researchers agree with Gomez, however. Raul Fernandez is a professor at the School of
Social Science at the University of California, Irvine and a member of the Red Colombiana de
Accion Frente al Libre Comercio y el ALCA (Recalca), a Colombian trade-union group opposed
to trade agreements with the US. Fernandez says his research into trade patterns between Latin
America and the US lead him to believe that the agreements benefit US corporations and the
sectors they have invested in within Latin America, while making Latin American countries more
dependent on US business interests.
"It's actually a form of recolonization that will make Latin America totally dependent on the US
for its foodstuffs and for its industrial manufacturing products," says Fernandez. "In Colombia, for
example, agriculture has suffered considerably in cotton, in wheat, in dairy, you name it, almost
every product" where there has already been trade liberalization. "And the result has been the
ruination of peasant agriculture and also the increase of migration from Colombia to other countries.
There's been a tremendous increase of Colombians, of Ecuadorans, and Peruvians not only to the
US but increasingly also to Spain. So if these treaties are signed what we will see is an increase in
the impoverishment of those Latin American countries."

-- End --
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